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will include examples of intolerance, dis-harmony, irreconcilable differences, and 
racism. It won't be one big happy folk festival. But everyday multiculturalism will 
also be "better" in the sense that it will include the wide range of ordinary, everyday 
interactions with neighbours, workmates, customers, students, and so on - the 
building of new kinds of relationships, social interactions and, indeed, new cultures -
that happen at this less spectacular but more fundamental level. 
At this level, after all, Australia is in many ways more multicultural than often 
presented, more than official policy recognises. Much of its experience of diversity is so 
"ordinary" , so everywhere and everyday, that we scarcely notice it. We sometimes 
think our institutions and ways of life haven't changed all that much despite our high 
levels of immigration. But the changes in many cases have been profound over the last 
20 or 30 years - in only one generation - and so pervasive that paradoxically their 
"diversity" is often an unremarked fact. 
So, is Australia a multicultural country? Yes, I think it is, but not always in the ways we 
like to think it is. Indigenous, settler, immigrant cultures and mixtures of them all, both 
more and less, and better and worse, than the official version - this is the kind of 
multicultural Australia that we can experience reading the stories presented in Diamond 
Dog. 
Notes: 
1 All figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, www.abs.gov.au. 
2 Stephen Fitzgerald, Is Australia an Asian Country?, St Leonards, NSW: Allen & 
Unwin: 66. 
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Translating Histories: Australian Aboriginal 
Narratives, History and Literature 
Ann McGrath 
Can literature exist without history? Can history exist without literature? I argue that 
Indigenous authors and artists are now leading the way towards new tellings of 
Australian history which go beyond the last ice age. In Australia, the topic of 
'Aboriginal History' is conventionally narrated from the starting date of 1788, with 
the British arrival to the shores around Sydney Harbour. From the late 1970s, 
historians started to fill the erasure of written narratives . They tried to address the 
neglected Aboriginal side of an Australian history that had been presented as a white 
narrative of nation. However, as my own work attests, we h istorians still followed the 
same dates as many other authors of national history. In Creating a Nation, a feminist 
history of Australia that I co-authored with Patricia Grimshaw, Marilyn Lake and 
Marian Quartly , I wrote about 'Birthplaces' at Port Jackson, a story of gendered 
encounter. In my edited volume, Contested Ground: Aborigines under the British 
Crown, it seemed appropriate to start in 1788 with the arrival of the First Fleet of 
British convicts and the marine officers in charge. I But I no longer believe this is 
adequate. Such a 'false start' is a narrative trick that we have replayed for too long. 
Australian scholars who made bids fo r the longer settlement of Aboriginal Australians 
on the continent called their field 'prehistory' or 'archaeology'.2 This was because it 
was assumed there could be no 'history' as such without any evidence in writing, 
Without writing, without the published journals of the First Fleet after the British 
arrived at Port Jackson, Australia supposedly lacked a human 'history' . Further, 
without writing, a body of' literature' could not exist. Perhaps it is not so odd that 
'terra nullius ' (the legal concept that Australia was not occupied prior to the British 
flag-plantings) became 'historia nullius'. 
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In one frame of thinking, the 'hard evidence' of ancient occupation speaks to the 
unresolved rights of the first nations. Coloniser thinking has relegated Australia prior 
to 1788 to the realm of science, with its laboratory tests of soil and complicated bone 
sample testing that justify much-debated dating sequences. Consequently, with a few 
exceptions, this 50,000 year long 'ancient history ' does not manage to get into the 
global narratives of history, or of literature. Geoffrey Blainey's excellent Triumph of 
the Nomads, one of the few texts offering the longer history, has been translated into 
Japanese. However, it is now somewhat dated. The more widely distributed general 
histories available in Japan include Manning Clark's Short History of Australia and 
Geoffrey Blainey's Shorter History of Australia.3 
Although Aboriginal people themselves had narratives and perhaps 'histories' prior to 
British arrival, these are rarely seen as either serious evidence, or serious literature or 
history. Being part of oral tradition, Aboriginal narratives are generally excluded 
from the category 'literature'. Yet as Aboriginal Australia is probably the oldest 
living culture in the world, surely their history and the traditions and evidence they 
generate deserves some serious attention. 
History writing tends to be doing two things: compiling 'facts' as best we can, 
weaving them into a story, and creating meanings for nation out of narratives. These 
can be vain-glorious efforts at ethnocentrism, like some of the histories of Australia 
written during the 1950s and 60s that referred to Australia as 'the quiet continent' , 
underplaying wars of conquest, and foregrounding British explorers and the governors 
of the early convict settlement.4 From the 1970s, popular histories were increasingly 
redemptive of the common people, including the 'convicts' and their crimes. More 
recently, historians have written about the dark deeds of colonialism's past towards 
Aborigines and exposed historical truths that might allow room for confession, 
redemption, healing. What will be next? We seem to be going through a phase of a 
new moral evaluation: more idealistic about what we might achieve, but perhaps more 
moralistic than before.s Sometimes moralism is a reaction to cultural pluralism - or 
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many cultures living alongside each other - or together - with different sets of 
values. 
But back to the theme of history as writing - and what that consequently means for 
groups such as Indigenous Australians who did not have formal literate traditions.6 
Writing was understood to draw boundaries for cultural if not also physical evolution: 
In the 19th Century, the leading Oxford anthropologist EB Tylor, thus stated that it is : 
right to draw the line between barbarian and civilized where the art of writing 
comes in, for this gives permanence to history, law and science .... The invention 
of writing was the great movement by which mankind rose from barbarism to 
civilization .7 
Sydney academic Penny van Toorn has produced a wonderful book Writing Never 
Arrives Naked: Early Aboriginal cultures of writing in Australia.B One of its strengths 
is to contextualize writing as culturally based and imbricated. Van Toorn argues that 
for Aboriginal Australians, the marks of the alphabet were sometimes encountered 
and incorporated into their own world of markings. However, via western education, 
literacy came with all the cultural paraphernalia of colonialism. Not only that, it 
became a justification for breaking up families and re-acculturating children - for 
example a key rationale for 'stolen children' was that they should become literate. 
After all, without literacy, their parents were thought to hinder their educational 
development and progress. The Bible was 'the text' insisted on by missionaries, with 
all the implicit religious, moral and family values accompanying its teaching. 
Compared with North America, relatively few missionaries translated the Bible into 
Indigenous Australian languages. 
Van Toorn argues that the western notion of what constitutes 'a book' and a text is 
ethnocentric. After all, inscriptions on message sticks were long used by Aboriginal 
people , and the designs of Aboriginal artists on sand or rock faces were signifiers, so 
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can be understood as forms of writing. The cherished song cycles and stories kept for 
generations were circulated, almost like written texts, across the landscape - a 
different genre from a book, certainly, but fulfilling many of the same func tions. Van 
Toorn also analyses story-telling via drawn or carved images on caves and rock faces. 
These forms of 'drawing writing' were a departure from traditional aboriginal art 
styles, often telling stories of contact between Aboriginal groups and Europeans. She 
tells the story of how Aboriginal people used writing - how Bennelong of the Eora 
had a letter transcribed - the first writing by an Aboriginal man; how mission-
educated Aborigines in the mid to late nineteenth century organised petitions to lobby 
for their rights. 
The famous 'Bark Peti tion' that now hangs in Canberra's Parliament House was 
created by Yirrkala artists to argue for their land rights in 1963. The Engl ish type-face 
and written signatures of the Petition are framed by ornate Yolgnu paintings depicting 
Yolgnu law and asserting ownership of land and ancient creation stories. Although 
there had been a number of petitions before, this was the fi rst to combine Aboriginal 
mark-making as an assertion of entitlement and land rights with the British style of 
petition in English.9 It therefore stands as a document in two 'languages' - in the eyes 
of its Indigenous authors, it is in two comparable forms of expression that both affirm 
their legal entitlement. 
A wealth of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander literature is accessible today - in 
many genres, but autobiography probably has the most breadth and impact. Very few 
Indigenous people are University historians; few are qualified in the academy in this 
specialisation. Many Aborig inal people, however, are interested in 'community 
history'. Even in this culturally specific field, limited schooling can let them down 
and lead to difficulties in outcomes. Nonetheless, there are many excellent Indigenous 
creative writers, and rich collections of ind igenous poet ry and prose are now 
available. Paperbark is a useful anthology of black Australian writing. Anita Heiss 
and Peter Minter's recent collection - The Macquarie PEN Anthology of Indigenous 
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Literature is an exciting and broad collection. IO 
Some Indigenous authors have created striking recent work, as exemplified by Alexis 
Wrights' award-winning novel Carpentaria. 11 Based in a remote (and isolated) 
Australian town whose tidal marshes argue with the sea, it is a breakthrough novel. 
Unlike any Australian novel I have read before, it represents a new 'post-colonial' 
genre, and its main characters are unmistakeably Aboriginal. Heroes are few. 
Destructive competition, selfishness, greed and an apocalyptic mood prevail. Perhaps 
this isolation mirrors Australia and the continent's isolation from the rest of the world. 
Carpentaria is a wild story of human folly, intersecting worldviews and weird coastal 
landscapes. lt evokes, yet goes beyond, the 'great Austral ian novel' that Xavier 
Herbert attempted in Capricornia and Poor Fellow My Country.12 It is r ich in 
colloquialisms, and delights in the crazyness of the human character, the diversity of 
temperaments, behaviours and passions. The novel is apocalyptic, with major events 
happening at the rubbish dump and in the competition between desperate scavengers. 
The only member of the cast with any hope of academic success is destroyed by 
accidental brain damage and becomes one of the most hopeless characters. Even the 
hapless saviour 'Elias' dies early in the story, to be mummified and then relaunched 
into his favourite fishing spot. 
Reminiscent of Biblical stories of gropers and fishes with magical qua lities, 
Carpen/aria contains many cross-cultural allusions. Far from roman tic about 
Aboriginal culture, its representations are strangely unhinged, and in sociological 
terms would be dubbed 'dysfunctional ' , yet they are believable, its characters acting 
out ever-famil iar human follies. 
While depicting the pretentions of 'uptown' white matriarchs, policemen and other 
powcrbrokers, Carpentaria is grittily real yet over-the-top - beyond surreal. There is 
no single plot- line. Rather, Ulysses-like mini-plots emerge out of the richly textured 
gruel of the everyday super-real and very ordinary. Life seems to be forged out of 
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eking out a survival amidst disasters and extremes of misfortune. Wealth just seems 
to lead to more wanton extremes of behaviour, whether it be in the nearby mines or 
on the rubbish tip. Causation is black. Knowledge operates on multiple levels , like a 
range of different coloured threads all woven into the same cloth. Elements of western 
thinking and modernity are incorporated in odd ways, 'scientify' being a common 
term for crazy western explanations of the environment. (I couldn' t vouch for the 
pronunciation, but this reminds me of 'whiffy' or smelly or suspicious.) The book is 
so full of now antiquated common expressions, and I wondered whether other cultures 
around the world would be familiar with them. While the prospect of language or 
cross-cultural translation would seem impossible for such colloquialisms, they are 
essential to the colour and rich embroidery of the novel. Confusing sayings and 
philosophies and the way they are used makes you ponder why we never questioned 
the nonsense of all this 'commonsense' before. 
Most significantly for our purposes, Carpentaria changes the time-zone of Australian 
sensibility , showing the dreamtime, the stories of creators and anthropomorphic 
creatures acting and operating in the present, shaping people's sensibilities and 
leading them to measure their behaviours. Rather than an empty landscape, it is full of 
complex histories, land, animal and human relationships. This novel changes the 
conflict time-zone too, with rivalries and bitter disputes between rival Aboriginal 
groups going back hundreds of years before the British arrived. 
Perhaps Indigenous Australians will be gratified to recognise aspects of themselves in 
a recreated fictional world, having a new kind of place in the imagined realities of 
dominant world literatures. Rather than formal histories, fiction might best enable 
non-indigenous Australians to come to understand the histories that Indigenous 
people embody and hold inside themselves. 
Since early British colonisation, Aboriginal Australians have been very willing to 
share their stories, dubbed 'dreaming' or 'dreamtime' stories. These often involve 
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creation narratives, such as the widespread south-eastern Australian story of 
Eaglehawk and Crow, or the northern Rainbow Serpent story - all stories that explain 
ancestral animal/human characters that, through their deeds, created the physical 
features of the landscape and the morals and laws by which people live today. Their 
complexity and secret-sacred information was divulged to the appropriate people 
according to kinship, land associations, age and stages of initiation and learning. By 
translating these into English and printing them as written texts, non-Indigenous 
authors intervened to 'preserve' oral narratives and to sell books. While such works 
often prove useful to Aboriginal people today who are searching for cultural 
information or evidence for native title claims, the translation process sometimes 
destroyed their intended tone and integrity. Known as tales from 'the dreamtime' or 
the 'dreaming' , these stories were imagined to be from a timeless zone - implying a 
place without history, historia nullius. Peopled with animal characters, they were not 
taken seriously by non-Indigenous people as potentially a form of ancient history 
telling. 
From the 1930s, Australian children's stories often featured mixes of Aboriginal 
'dreaming stories' in a bush context. The animal characters in these stories lent 
themselves to be featured in picture books and presented as fables. Translation into 
English changed and oversimplified them, and their inclusion primarily into the 
'child ren's stories' genre trivialised them. While some were told to children in 
Aboriginal society, many more were for adults only, secret and forbidden to the 
wrong people. Their original narrators may indeed have pitched them at the level 
suitable for a chi ld, as the usually non-Indigenous recorders were uninitiated into 
their local knowledge system s in every regard . Publishers further sanitized and 
'niceified' the content to suit recommended but changing values for contemporary 
Anglo-Australian and now multi-cultural Australian children. The big print, the 
simple expression, the pictures, the short books - this is what Indigenous Australia's 
ancient histories became. Although Aboriginal people equated bible stories with their 
own explanatory/historical narratives, missionaries did not equate Aboriginal 
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narratives in the league of holy 'bible stories' .13 
Indigenous stories also became transformed as 'anthropological' - collections of 
curiosities, generally introduced by a white European author with more than a bit of 
condescension. To sell well, European 'experts' could first explain and interpret them 
to prove their value to the world. They were certainly not understood to stand on their 
own merits. But then again, an 'expert' often introduces literary works from 'earlier 
times'. So, as if to cross the barrier of time, an expert will give us some historical 
context first. 
An Aboriginal author and brilliant inventor by the name of David Unaipon had other 
ideas. He personally collected and wrote down the Indi genous stories on research 
trips among a wide range of Aboriginal people. But he did not 'own them' as his. He 
paid for some of them, and he was paid by publishers to co llect them; the publishers 
then owned copyright. This story again demonstrates how, in western eyes, it is only 
when things are written, that they can be owned. Which might well be seen as a fo rm 
of robbery or an affront to the copyright of those who hold the traditional knowledge. 
In Indigenous tradition, individual people are custodians of stories, and only they are 
really entitled to choose with whom they might share them. The notion of print 
dissemination changes that, which Unaipon well understood. Colonising disruptions 
had disturbed many of the transmission lines and perhaps shook the protocols. 
Whatever his own take on following such rules, Unaipon 's collected stories became an 
unfortunate tale of 'expert ' intervention and alleged 'scientific' authority . Their 
Aboriginal storytellers, the owners of stories could not be authoritative 'authors' and 
nor could the highly literate David Unipon. He is robbed of his editorship of a 
substantial collection, and the European ethnographer Ramsay-Smith was substituted 
as the official editor and story collector whose name was printed on the cover. 
Ramsay Smith borrowed and 'racified' Unaipon's introductory remarks and he was 
then credited with and financially rewarded for Unaipon 's substantial book.14 
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Since the late 1970' s wider Australian interest in Aboriginal studies has led to a 
flowering of Indigenous autobiography and biography, but debates have ensued about 
the contribution of ghost-writers, about how the translated meanings are skewed by 
co-authors, and even about how to best format the translation on a page. Scientists are 
now collecting Indigenous stories for the insights they lend into deep time -
environmental, climatic, geographical , and geological knowledge. But this has been a 
long time coming. Historians have used oral history as evidence, but they have rarely 
viewed 'oral history' as a method of historiography. Moreover, 'oral' assumes voice is 
the only means of conveyance.15 There is meaningful gesture, the context of place, 
and much more involved. Some might argue that fi lm bypasses some of the 
lim itation s of the printed word in conveying Indigenous stories, and indeed some 
film-makers have tried to recreate the powerful traditional stories via animation and 
dramatisation. 
With some exceptions, histo rians have not critiqued Indigenous stor ies as a 
historiography in themselves.16 In the 1990s, a young Japanese man called Minoru 
Hokari became interested in the story of the Wave Hill walk-off, a strike by the Gurinji 
people and others from Wave Hills station in the 1960s. When he travelled to undertake 
fieldwork, he heard many different perspectives on the one historical story. Stories of 
Captain Cook and of Ned Kelly in their country he knew to lack historicity, but he 
understood these stories as valuable historical interpretations. In his Doctorate, Minoru 
Hokari did not want to play the role of judge presiding over the accuracy or historical 
qua lities of the stories he heard.1 7 He eagerly listened to the stories as told by Gurinji 
elders. Some of them involved illustration - drawing orientation diagrams in the sand, 
explaining the 'right way' and 'wrong way' as journeys in appropriate or inappropriate 
travels and behaviours. He soon realised these should not be undervalued simply as 
'myths and legends' but that they were analytical trajectories - 'histories' in their own 
right; hist0rical interpretations. Yet he knew they would lack 'veracity' and 'historicity' 
by the standards of the western academy. (I was always using the word 'western' with 
Minoru, then correcting myself and asking what I should say. Was Japan western?) 
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How would someone with a Japanese sensibility assess these stories? As a young 
student who'd come to Australia to study, I don't think Minoru wanted to see himself 
as Japanese anymore. Well of course Minoru was Japanese and did bring his own 
cultural sensibility, Japanese education and family upbringing, into his work. He was 
scrupulous at listening to Aboriginal academics and practicing a collaborative form of 
scholarship that involved workshopping his findings, explaining them to the elders 
and people he'd worked with, then seeking their approval. In his thesis, he included 
photographs of himself workshopping his Doctoral thesis in a friendly manner over a 
big feed of hot chips. When he worked through some reflexive historical thinking, he 
found his own unique voice and his thesis fell into place. 
Significantly, Minoru had been taught Gurinji values and had learnt something of the 
local language. Generally only 'linguists' and some anthropologists bother to do this 
in the western academy. There are 500 languages in Aboriginal Australia, so 
historians would have to pick their regional group to specialise. It's difficult to learn 
a language formally (Mino tried this with Aranda and they cancelled the course) but 
Mino learnt by immersion, by spending long enough there and by conscientiously 
attempting to learn as quickly as he could. Aboriginal people think people who can't 
pick up their language are not only 'deaf' but unintelligent. He was very smart, so it 
worked out! Nonetheless, when I look back, I recall the letter that Minoru first wrote 
to me in English (when he was seeking an academic supervisor) looked 'childish' . 
This was a childishness only born on translation and language skills, and perhaps 
some student deference. Such ' infantilisation' is the same effect that the dreamtime 
stories suffered in translation, and in their translation to children's reading rather than 
adult reading. 
Minoru' s work on the Gurinji is again a matter of translation, and of transforming 
spoken stories to writing - both Japanese and English writing. Rejecting the 
conformity and expectations of Japanese society, Minoru hoped to establish a career 
in 'laid-back' Australia. However, the Gurinji were insistent that Minoru had been 
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'called' by the country to take their stories further afield - they wanted him to take 
them to Japan, and to the rest of Asia. The Gurinji elders felt he had travelled 'the 
right way' and would follow the edicts of their moral universe. As it happened, 
Minoru travelled back to Japan often, making an impact on local scholarship and 
publishing numerous works in Japanese, and also undertaking specialist translations 
of major works on Indigenous Australians from English into Japanese. IS 
In Indigenous art, dance, song and performance, we also witness narratives, but none 
of these easily lend themselves to being turned into written texts. In my opinion, the 
outstanding visual works of Emily Kame Kngwarreye, as exhibited in 2008 in The 
National Art Centre Tokyo and the National Museum of Art, Osaka, before returning 
to the National Museum in Canberra, say something quite profound about a long 
history of intimate connection with landscape. Yet Kngwarreye resisted telling the 
'stories' of her paintings for English transcription, and she even refused to give them 
names. 19 In order to narrate a story that seeps into the landscape and through the skin 
for 10s of 1000s of years prior to 1788, the medium of art, and the medium of spoken 
and performed narrative, may present a more direct, 'affective' 20 and less 
compromised way of telling than the printed word. 
At the same time, we must be careful to acknowledge the social power and social 
problems of literacy. Van Toorn does not want to romanticise Indigenous literate 
traditions at the expense of English or local language literacy education, but she 
points out: 'Choosing a mode of literacy ... is choosing a place to belong.' She warns: 
2008 
The danger today is that Indigenous Australians are becoming confined to a 
literacy ghetto. As long as they have to choose between belonging to their communities 
and attaining a 'better' life, Australia cannot be called a post-colonial nation.We 
still need to ask: Whose traditions open up what kinds of opportunities? Whose literacy 
rules? Whose literacy is clothed in what kinds of power? 21 
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In this paper, I have explored fiction, autobiography, dreaming stories, oral history 
and art as forms of 'literature' and sources of history and/or historical insight. From 
the breathtaking work of Alexis Wright's novels, the brilliant paint that articulates 
Emily Kngwarreye's vision of her country, to the historical mediation and respectful 
reflections upon Indigenous historiography by Minoru Hokari .... All offer powerful 
new national beginnings for twenty-first century narratives of nation that extend 
beyond Australia as 'white nation'. These all work as 'magic doors' or gateways by 
which wider circles of people can experience a different vision of Australian, and 
world history, and the worlds within it. These genres all become important history-
telling mediums that challenge and extend a narrative of place and nation that, by a 
colonising trick of pen and print, took a false start in 1788. 
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A Note on Translating Contemporary Australian 
Short Stories 
Wataru Sato 
Introduction 
The last anthology of Australian short stories in the Japanese translation was published in 
1983 1• Since then, several acclaimed Australian writers, such as Sally Morgan, Peter Carey, 
and, more recently, Richard Flanagan, have been translated into Japanese, but the Japanese 
readership of Australian literature is still rather limited.2 To begin with, there is a significant 
lack of knowledge about Australian society and culture among the general public in Japan, 
despite Australia being a popular tourist destination and attracting a large number of Japanese 
students. As the editors of the present anthology state in the explanatory notes, we intended to 
encourage a better understanding of cultural diversity in Australian society through literature. 
Thus, the anthology focuses on a synchronic expanse of contemporary Australian literature, 
rather than a chronological development; it comprises both established writers and a new 
generation of writers, covering various "ethnic" backgrounds. Within its limited scope and 
extent, this anthology will serve as an introduction to cultural diversity in Australia for 
Japanese readers. 
Besides the editors Professors Kate Darian-Smith and Yasue Arimitsu, four Japanese 
researchers joined the project of publishing a new translated anthology of Australian 
short stories: Masaya Shimokusu, Keiji Minato, Daita Watanabe and myself. As one of 
the members, I want to briefly look back how we collaborated on thi s project. First of 
all, Professor Darian-Smith and Professor Arimitsu selected a suffic ient number of 
candidates; these candidates were then read by other translators and a final decision was 
reached on which stories to translate. In the process, we kept in mind that the stories were 
to reflect cultural diversity in one way or another. Each member was in charge of 
translating two to four works, and we proofread each other's translation at least three 
times before completing the final draft. It was common for us to meet in the morning and 
work un til seven or eight in the evening. The entire process of selecting stories, 
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